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What a Music Curriculum Must Look Like in a Post-Racial United States

Music curriculum in colleges, conservatories, and universities has been labeled
racist or “white-washed” for the exclusion of minority cultures and for placing
Western Europe at the center of importance in music history and music theory.
What would an ideal music curriculum look like in a post-racial country?

Ambrosh, Gerfried. “Guilty of Being White: Punk’s Ambivalent Relationship With Race and
Racism.” Journal of Popular Culture 51, no. 4 (Summer 2018): 902-922.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jpcu.12698.

In this piece, Gerfried Ambrosh, musician and PhD in English and American studies,
explores what relationship the punk rock scene has with racism. He points out that the
genre has attracted fans who would wear a swastika patch at the same time as those who
would self-describe as anti-fascist. One thing is overwhelmingly common among the
punk audience audience however: whiteness.
He goes on to discuss the appeal that punk rock has to people on opposite ends of the
political spectrum. Punks, much like skinheads, are disappointed and frustrated by
mainstream society. Whereas the “otherness” of reggae music, a genre who had influence
on early punk bands like the Clash, threatened British culture from the inside, thus
aligning with the counterculture elements of leftist punks, who would not write off reggae
due to their own racism.
Ambrosh ends the piece by stating that punk music has helped empower many people
from many different backgrounds and for many different reasons.
Dawson, Ashley. “Love Music, Hate Racism: The Cultural Politics of the Rock Against
Racism Campaigns." Postmodern Culture 16, no. 1 (2005): 66-92.
https://doi.org/10.1353/pmc.2006.0002.
Ashley Dawson discusses the Rock against Racism (RAR) subculture that developed
in Britain as a response to the racism in the punk rock scene during the 1970s. She argues
that RAR has not been sufficiently discussed in academic literature despite what she
describes as a successful campaign against racism in the youth of Britain at the time.
The primary tactic of RAR was to book concerts with reggae and punk bands on the
same bill, with the hopes that the fans of the two genres would begin to “cross-pollinate.”
Dawson argues that many of the campaigns that came later, whose aims were similar,
took many tactics from RAR, and as such she believes that their influence can still be felt
today. (See Shaffer below.)
Denis, Verna St. "Aboriginal Education and Anti-Racist Education: Building Alliances Across
Cultural and Racial Identity." Canadian Journal of Education 30, no. 4 (2007): 10681092. https://doi.org/10.2307/20466679.
Verna St. Denis, professor in the Education department at the University of
Saskatchewan, discusses the importance of anti-racist education, particularly in regards to
the aboriginal community. Her article is divided into three sub-sections, each building up
to her conclusion that anti-racist education is a necessity in academia. Her first section

defines race as a social construct. Going further, she states why race matters, namely
because members of a race often have internalized behaviors and beliefs that come from
feelings of inferiority.
The next section is devoted to the history of racializing Aboriginal people. The
introduction of Western European values like capitalism and Christianity and historical
legislation such as the Indian Act have fed into ideas of who belongs where.
The third section is devoted to examining the efforts of some aboriginal people to
revitalize the culture. This, St. Denis argues, is problematic in practice because it has
shown to lead to feelings of not being adequately “Authentic” among Aboriginal people
grappling with conflicts of identity. She also argues that revitalization misses a
fundamental problem: that it lets the oppressors forgo responsibility and gives it instead
to the oppressed.
Ferkany, Matt A. "The Moral Limits of Open‐ Mindedness." Educational Theory 69, no. 4
(2019): 403-419. https://doi.org/ 10.1111/edth.12377.
In this paper, Matt A. Ferkany, assistant professor of philosophy at Michigan State
University, discusses instances where open-mindedness can be less of a virtue and more
of a vice. Principle to his position is the idea that some ideas and people aren’t worth
engaging and that in doing so, one might open their self to becoming a worse person.
For a case study, Ferkany describes the story of Daryl Davis, a black musician who
has befriended and converted Ku Klux Klan members. Ferkany argues that Davis’
behavior is not open-minded. Davis’ position about race is close-minded because the
equality of the races is not debatable to him. Ferkany describes Davis’ behavior as
courageous, but that the open-minded ones in these exchanges have to be the Ku Klux
Klan members.
Davis has received criticism for his approach to fighting racism. Often labeled as an
accessory to it (racism) or as a betrayer to the black community. To the extent that his
actions can lead to negative outcomes, (KKK members being seen as less radical in his
presence), Ferkany highlights the double-edge sword that is radical open-mindedness.
Fried, Carrie B. "Who's Afraid of Rap: Differential Reactions to Music Lyrics 1." Journal of
Applied Social Psychology 29, no. 4 (1999): 705-721. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.15591816.1999.tb02020.x.
Carrie B. Fried, PhD in psychology, explores the different reactions that participants
in studies had to different lyrics or situations where the only difference in the actors was
race. One such study notes that violent lyrics in rap music are received differently than
violent heavy metal songs. The justification for this, Fried claims, is due to the racial
stereotypes associated with each genre. The more “white” genre, heavy metal, gave rise
to concerns about self-harm, whereas the rap lyrics, a dominantly black genre, triggered
concern that the audience would engage in violent acts to others.
This piece catalogues the results of a similar test (recording an audiences response to
lyrics) done by Fried herself. She added the variables of age, gender, parental status, and
musical preferences. There was no difference in responses between genders. Those above
the age of 40 showed a significantly higher level of bias towards lyrics they thought were
rap music. Another group, those with children, also had significantly higher level of bias

towards what they thought were rap lyrics.
Fried concludes that music genre influences the way lyrics are perceived.
Gussow, Adam. “I Will Be Free, I Will Be Me: Rethinking Blues Origins, ‘Bluesmen’ and
Blues Feelings in the Age of #Blacklivesmatter.” Arkansas Review: A Journal of Delta
Studies 48, no. 2 (Summer 2017): 83-98. https://arkreview.org/wpcontent/uploads/2017/08/48.2-Aug2017-TOC.pdf.
Adam Gussow, a blues musician and professor of English and Southern studies at the
University of Mississippi, engages in the debate of whether all should enjoy blues music
freely (blues universalism) or if white participation is a form of colonialism, and blues
should be left to black performers (black bluesism). In defense of black bluesism,
Gussow points out the imbalance of power when it comes to who owns the majority of
record companies, music venues, radio shows, and any other such media outlets for the
blues. He also points out the historical origins of the music genre as having originated by
the creators because of the struggles associated with their race. And as such, white
musicians are just pretending because they can’t really understand the blues.
Gussow teaches a class on the blues and one of his teaching materials is a handout
that details all of the different emotions expressed by the blues. In this article he
acknowledges that all of these emotions can be drawn back to specific historical cultural
norms that make the blackness of the blues musicians fundamental to understanding the
genre. He implies that black musicians feel all of these emotions in a different, perhaps
heavier way than whites.
After a lengthy defense of black bluesism, Gussow ironically ends the piece by saying
that none of the value he has gotten from the blues has been at the expense of or
exploitation of anyone else, so he will continue to perform and attend blues concerts. His
brief defense of blues universalism states that blues is the turning of negative emotions
into positive art that gives hope to the performer and the audience.
Hess, Juliet. "Upping the “Anti-”: The Value of an Anti-Racist Theoretical Framework in
Music Education." Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 14, no. 1 (2015):
66-92. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/282190349_Upping_the_anti_The_value_of_an_anti-racist_theoretical_framework_in_music_education.
Juliet Hess, an assistant professor of music education at Michigan State University,
gives a comprehensive background of the scholarly works in anti-racism and white
hegemony before diving into her arguments for why it is important for music teachers to
practice and teach anti-racism in their classrooms.
She argues that musical aptitude is a “social construct,” because not all students are
given equal privileges in life and she proposes using a multicentric approach to teaching,
where history isn’t centered on Europe.
Hess draws on research she conducted in which she observed four elementary school
music teachers from schools of differing economic backgrounds. She noted the
differences and similarities of each, in regards to the following criteria: “Positionality and
the Matrix of Domination,” Multicentricity, and the pursuit of an agenda of equity. Hess
notes the different approaches these teachers used to open a dialogue about race in their
classrooms, and discusses the effectiveness of each.

McGeer, Victoria. "Mindshaping is Inescapable, Social Injustice is not: Reflections on
Haslanger’s Critical Social Theory." Australasian Philosophical Review 3, no. 1 (2019):
48-59. https://doi.org/10.1080/24740500.2019.1705231.
Victoria McGeer, PhD in Philosophy, reinforces Sally Haslanger’s assertion that
human minds are shaped by enculturation and that by studying this phenomenon, we can
achieve a higher level of social justice. The body of this piece uses philosophy and
psychology to support the claim that enculturation plays a significant part in how an
individual learns values, interests, and social expectations.
Later in the paper, McGeer takes issue with Haslanger’s notion of the need to form
“protected sub-communities,” a group of people who are policed by the members.
McGeer argues that while the forming protected sub-communities has positive effects, it
can also lead to insulation of ideas and the creation of groups like the Ku Klux Klan.
McGeer asks the question: what other tools would we need to engage in conversation
with these sub-groups?
She also concluded by positing the following questions: what factors actually cause
mass social change? And: if society gives us impressions of what to value, how can we
identify unjust cultural norms as such?
Netcoh, Steven. “Droppin’ Knowledge on Race: Hip-Hop, White-Adolescents, and AntiRacism Education.” Radical Teacher, no. 97 (Fall 2013): 10-19.
https://doi.org/10.5195/rt.2013.39.
Steven Netcoh argues that hip-hop music alone is not enough to change America’s
systemic racism and bridge the gaps between the black and white communities. Netcoh
observes that mainstream hip-hop doesn’t serve to start conversations on race or politics,
save for the fact that it is often held up by whites to reinforce racial stereotypes. Netcoh
suggests that colleges and universities create classes to investigate hip-hop through the
lens of social and political commentary.
The body of the piece is what seems to be an example of what such a class would look
like. Netcoh dissects some of the lyrical content by Rick Ross, Lupe Fiasco, and Nas, and
explains how the lyrics can bring attention to contemporary racial issues prevalent in
American society today.
Shaffer, Ryan. "The Soundtrack of Neo-Fascism: Youth and Music in the National Front."
Patterns of prejudice 47, no. 4-5 (2013): 458-482.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0031322X.2013.842289.
Ryan Shaffer, PhD in history, discusses the development of the musical recruitment
strategies of the National Front, a neo-fascist political party in the United Kingdom.
These strategies included the making of their own music venues and record companies to
appeal to the youth.
Many of these recruitment strategies were taken from Rock Against Racism (RAR),
and even manifested themselves as a subculture called Rock Against Communism
(RAC), whose goals and connections with the National Front political party made their
aims a direct inversion of those of RAR.

Wong, Deborah. "Ethnomusicology and difference." Ethnomusicology 50, no. 2 (2006): 259279. https://doi.org/10.5406/j.ctt1hd18jh.16.
As an ethnomusicologist at the University of California, Deborah Wong provides an
inside look into the academic world of the 90’s as the field of musicology grappled with a
reluctance to accept perspectives from social sciences on race and gender. This piece is a
critique and an observation of all the ways that music programs have failed to incorporate
a globally inclusive curriculum.
Wong argues that the pedagogical cannon is still Western-European centric despite
efforts to be more multicultural, and that music departments have only presented ethnic
music studies as a secondary, non-essential elective.
Wong conducted research by interviewing four female professors in ethnomusicology.
She discusses the commonalities of their struggles. The most common was that the
colleagues of these teachers seldom took ethnomusicology seriously and would often
berate it.
Wong cites what she believes the reason why ethnomusicology is marginalized:
because western European art music is so complex, that being forced into more
ethnomusicology courses would underserve students. She claims that this structurally
labels ethnomusicology as a burden for music majors.
She never addresses or states what she thinks an ideal music department would look
like, other than to suggest that more focus on ethnomusicology is needed.
Zimmerman, Jonathan. "Brown‐ing the American Textbook: History, Psychology, and the
Origins of Modern Multiculturalism." History of Education Quarterly 44, no. 1 (2004):
46-69. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-5959.2004.tb00145.x.
Jonathan Zimmerman, director of the History of Education Program at the Steinhardt
School of Education, explores the history of textbook content about African Americans
post World War II. He discusses the efforts made by the black community to not only
have fair representation in history textbooks, but to have what they thought of as
slanderous material removed. This struggle was inspired by the sense that the negative
and lack of focus on black people in history textbooks had negative impacts on the
psyches of the black youth.
Zimmerman goes on to discuss how the movement had unintended consequences. By
insisting that negative material be removed, the efforts of the black community were met
by efforts of the white community to remove white racism from the texts, as each culture
strove to have a white washed version of history.

